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Q: Today is February 11th, 2004. This is an interview with Alphonse La Porta. Is there a
middle initial?

LA PORTA: F.
Q: F. All right. You go by Al?
LA PORTA: Al, right.

Q: Okay. Well, let's sort of start at the beginning. Could you tell me when and where you
were born and then we'll start talking about your family.

LA PORTA: Okay, | was born January 15, 1939 in Brooklyn, New York, Bushwick Hospital
to be exact, but my family moved to Long Island when | was a few months old. So, | grew
up basically on the south shore of Long Island. My father was a hairdresser. He had also
worked as a barber. My mother had also been a hairdresser at one time although she

did not work at all once she married my father. My father's family were first generation
immigrants to the United States making my father second generation and I'm third. My
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mother's family was from the Ukraine and they were first generation immigrants as well,
but they lived in Pennsylvania.

Q: Okay, let's take your father. Let's go back to the father's side and then we'll go to the
mother's side. Where did the La Portas come from, your grandparents and on that side?

LA PORTA: The La Porta side of the family basically came from one small part of Sicily,
Agrigento on the south coast of Sicily.

Q: Important ruins there.

LA PORTA: Right, Greek and other ruins. The family was basically very typical of
immigrants at about 1890, 1895. They were landless or they were living on marginal land.
Sicily was nowhere developed in the way it is today obviously and the impetus was to get
out and live somewhere else. My grandfather's older brother was the first to migrate to the
United States and, as was typical, he saved money and sent money back to the family in
Italy and then subsequent siblings migrated to the States.

Q: What did your grandfather do?

LA PORTA: My grandfather was a hairdresser. When he started out, he learned the
barbering trade and when he first came to the U.S. he was a barber on a cruise ship which
IS an interesting occupation in the 1920's.

Q: That would probably have been fairly lucrative you know in that trade. Had the family
sort of settled in Brooklyn?

LA PORTA: They all settled in New York. My father went to James Madison High School
in Manhattan. The family for a while lived in Manhattan and bought a home in Brooklyn in
Coney Island. Then my grandfather relocated his business, his beauty shop out to Long
Island and my father worked for a department storBest & Co. as a hairdresser. Then,
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later on, he right after the war, he started his own shop in Garden City, Long Island and
continued that until he died.

Q: On your mother's side, Ukraine, where did they come from?

LA PORTA: Well, they had a very interesting background. Unfortunately in our family

we know very little about them and in fact my mother and her siblings knew relatively

little about the family's origins. They were very poor people from Galicia, which is in the
western Ukraine an area that was traded off between the Austro-Hungarian Empire and
the Russians and the Poles. In fact her family had two names. Their Slavic name was
Kuzemchak and the German name was Kuzenbach. But they found their way to central
Pennsylvania and my grandfather worked in the coalmines. That was a typical occupation
of people who came from central Europe in that period.

Q: Oh, yes. Well, how did your mother and family get together?

LA PORTA: Well, it was a sad tale in a way because my mother's father died when she
was about 11 years old of black lung disease and her mother died when she was 15. They
lived in a little town in PennsylvaniKulemont near Shamokiand they had one sister who
migrated to the big city to find work. My mother took care of two siblings, younger girls,
and when her mother passed on they all moved to New York City. She started work as a
hairdresser's assistant in Manhattan and that's how she met my father.

Q: Did your mother get through high school?

LA PORTA: No, we used to chide her that she was a functional literate as opposed to
a functional illiterate. She finished 8th grade in school and she didn't go beyond that.
My father had a high school education and | was the first in my family to have a college
education.
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Q: This is so often what happens | must say. The cohort that I'm dealing with now, my
parents didn't graduate from college, you know and this is very typical in the Foreign
Service. Today | guess both parents have a master's degree or something | don't know.
Anyway, do you have brothers and sisters?

LA PORTA: Well, I have, | had two sisters. One passed away in 1978 and the other one
still lives in Manhattan.

Q: Where would you call home as a kid when you grew up?

LA PORTA: We lived in a kind of circumscribed suburban area on the south side of Long
Island. My grandparents moved to a town called Oceanside. My parents bought their first
house in Oceanside and later, when my second sister came along, we needed a larger
house so we moved to Lynbrook. Now Lynbrook is only of passing interest as a place
where the Long Island railroad branches out; the rail line splits there going to Long Beach
and the Eastern Long Island line going out to the south shore. If there are any devotees of
the “I Love Raymond” TV show out there, it supposedly takes place in Lynbrook.

Q: Lynbrook is kind of what you call home?

LA PORTA: | call Lynbrook home. It is a bedroom community although | went all through
school in the neighboring school district, so I'm a graduate of Malverne High School.

Q: One thinks of New York City as having these sort of ethnic enclaves. Was this an ethnic
enclave or was this a pretty mixed place?

LA PORTA: It was very heterogeneous. In fact it was remarkable | think in hindsight how
heterogeneous it was. We just kind of accepted it. | would say that probably that area of
the south shore during the time | was growing up, might have been 20% to 30% Jewish.
Many were recent immigrants or second generation, and most of the others were kind
of mixed WASPish (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) as well as other immigrant groups.
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For example, | had one college, high school classmate who was the daughter of Finnish
immigrants and another one was the daughter of Norwegian immigrants. It was kind of
eclectic.

Q: In the first place, what was home life like? Your mother was at home all the time?

LA PORTA: My mother was home and she, as | said earlier, did not work at all until

after my father passed away in 1985. She got a couple of part time jobs to get herself

out of the house. My father after the war established his own beauty shops in Garden
City, New York, which is kind of a well off, high rent district. So, much of what we did
revolved around his work schedule which was fairly punishing. He left early in the morning
and he would get home at 8:00 at night. That's the way business was in those days. |
would not characterize us as being well off at all. | would say probably during my earlier
years we were probably lower middle class if one puts a label on it. Later on my father,
through business growth, investments and whatnot, became a little better off and had a
comfortable semi-retirement for a few years before he passed away. He died at the age of
57 of lung cancer.

Q: Did you get involved or your sisters get involved in the work?

LA PORTA: Not at all. In fact it was interesting. My mother said, you will not have any part
of your father's business. The epic of the family, and this was true of my grandparents as
well, who said, no, your job is to assimilate, go to school, be smart and go do something
else. In my father's mind's eye the status to which we should aspire was to get college
degrees and then become teachers because that was a respected occupation among
people of my parents' generation. | think also there was a very strong strain in our family of
trying to overcome the Depression.

Q: I mean more than almost anything else was much worse than the war, the Depression
had a lasting impact on families. Did the Sicilian background, was this something that, |
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mean, in the sense that Sicilians being very clannish and together and all that. Was this
part of your experience or with a Ukrainian mother and all did this make it.

LA PORTA: Well, it was pretty much growing up we had some contact, closer than others
depending on which one of my mother's siblings, but they did not have a strong family
tradition on the Ukrainian side and | think it's primarily because the parents died when the
children were so young. On my father's side, | would say they were certainly observant
Italians, for comparison purposes having just served in southern Italy. My immediate past
assignment just prior to retirement was in Naples, Italy. We visited Sicily and one can
certainly see the mores and strong societal conduct of Southern Italian immigrants to

the U.S. For example, for Sunday lunch you either take Grandma out to dinner or you go
to Grandma's for dinner. So, every Sunday in Long Island we went to church (that was
always a must) and then we went to my grandmother's and grandfather's house. Later on
when my grandfather died and my grandmother came to live with us, everybody came to
our house. You had that strong tradition among close relatives. Our family was not very
large. My grandfather only had one brother and two sisters with whom we were close. The
number of cousins was manageable. We would see a lot of the cousins.

The big thing in our family among my sisters and me was to assimilate and that was
the pressure. Although for example my father's grandfather's English was perfect, my
grandmother had very little English. They conversed in Italian. We never learned or
were never taught Italian properly. Any Italian we assimilated was Sicilian dialect, so-
called kitchen Italian. My father's Italian was not good. My father's brother's Italian was
reasonably good, but then again it was the Sicilian dialect.

Q: Sicilian, right. As a kid, | guess World War 1l passed by before you were really able
to feel many of the strain and really the post-war period. Were you picking up things at
home?

Interview with Ambassador Alphonse La Porta http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001577



Library of Congress

LA PORTA: Well, yes and no. | think some of my earliest recollections are of wartime in a
suburb of New York. As a kid of three or four years old we went out to the victory gardens.
My family had one as the whole neighborhood did. We had rationing. We would go with
my mother shopping and she'd have her ration books. | don't know how many people
today might remember the kind of margarine you used to get because we didn't have any
butter. The margarine came in a plastic bag with a little pill, you broke the pill and then you
squeezed the bag in order to color the margarine to look like butter. That was the greatest
fun that we had.

Q: I remember that the kids loved it, but the parents. It came out as a pasty white. | think
this was designed because the butter interest in Wisconsin and maybe in Vermont to force
you to do this so they couldn't color margarine.

LA PORTA: That's correct.
Q: Until it got to the consumer.

LA PORTA: If my recollection serves me, we didn't have colored margarine until probably
'49 or '50 and that the big thing was Blue Bonnet brand margarine. It's funny how those
things react on you. | remember VE Day and | do remember on VJ Day we had block
parties to celebrate. We had a neighbor next door to us who was in the army. My father
was exempt because he had more than two children and he worked in the Grumman
aircraft factory. His brother also worked at Grumman Aviation. Although the war years
were not great, my father and my uncle were at least earning a salary so they were doing
quite well.

Q: Around sort of the Sunday dinner table or something as you grew up, were politics or
international relations or what were the conversations about do you recall with the family or
were they just sort of family?
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LA PORTA: Well, I think the times were conditioned by the war and certainly by all the
momentous things in the immediate post-war period. My parents and grandfather did

not like to talk about the Depression and they were in that respect very forward looking
people. They didn't want to deal with what the past, and frankly they didn't talk an awful
lot about their families and what it was like during the times that they were growing up.
Consequently I think the war was very much on everybody's agenda including the visceral
dislike of Germans, Hitler, Japan. Even our neighbors who were Pennsylvania Dutch
Germans with relatives in Germany probably had a few hard moments as well. We had a
few relatives who were in the war and fortunately all of them came back. | think that most
of the conversation was on the news of the day, what we heard on the radio and saw in
the newsreels in the movies. We had a very international outlook in that respect | guess
you'd say.

Q: Where did your family fit politically?

LA PORTA: My father was for the time very conservative and he was a Republican.
Now, saying that about New York in the '40s and '50s would mark him as very much

as a moderate these days, as a so-called Rockefeller Republicanism is a dying breed.
My mother had no particular politics at all but most of the people we knew were very
supportive of the Republicans. We had a county judge who lived two doors down and he
was a Republican. In New York your judges are elected and they are elected on basis
of party and that's where your loyalties were. The Nassau County machine then, as it is
today, was solidly Republican.

Q: How about the big city? Did the big city intrude or not?

LA PORTA: The big city was always a kick for us kids. My father and mother disliked going
to Manhattan so much that we just basically went to visit relatives. On those few occasions
we did, it was usually for a school trip to a museum. But my mother did like to go to Radio
City Music Hall to see the Rockettes and the big show. About once a year she took us
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at Thanksgiving, Christmas or Easter to Radio City Music Hall. You had to take the Long
Island Railroad which was expensive at that time even at 1940s prices. My father had a
distinct dislike for driving into Manhattan. It wasn't later until | really was in graduate school
in 1960-61 that | really got to appreciate Manhattan.

Q: School. You went through school in Lynbrook was it?

LA PORTA: We were in the Malverne school district because our part of town fell into
the neighboring school district. Five blocks away we had an elementary school, Davison
Avenue Elementary School, and then | went through Malverne Junior High School

and Malverne High School. It was a six year elementary school. | think | can probably
remember most of my teachers and it was a good and humane place.

Q: What was the school like and what subjects were you interested in?

LA PORTA: Well, I had trouble with math and | kind of liked science, but | never did all that
well at it. Maybe that says something about the Foreign Service.

Q: Well, I was going to say, welcome to the club.

LA PORTA: | remember, apart from the rigors of getting through arithmetic and so forth,
there were a lot of very dedicated long time teachers there. There was stability not only
in personal terms, but in the community, and my sisters had the same teachers that |
did. The teachers were well known. Everyone in the community went to the school open
houses. Everyone talked to the teachers and that was something that was very just in
contrast from urban life today where people look to the schools as a place to park their
kids.

Q: Well, the teachers were mostly women, weren't they at that time? In the elementary
school.
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LA PORTA: In the elementary school yes. In the high school we had a number of men
teaching who were, | would say, uniformly outstanding.

Q: All right, well, let's stick to elementary school to begin with. Any teachers that struck you
as being particularly influential or ones that you remember?

LA PORTA: Maybe it's the toughest ones and the ones who are the least attractive. |
remember my first grade teacher, Mrs. Gray and my third grade teacher, Miss Bassett,
both caring people. Miss Bassett was a real bear on discipline. My sixth grade teacher,
Miss Schecter, was the youngest teacher in the school and everybody liked her because
you could really relate to her. She might have been a year or two out of college. | think,
though, that the main things that stick out in my mind are the fact that you had people in
the school who cared. School was the center of life. | went to Boy Scouts there, people
did things together, and they had standards. They knew what they were about and if you
weren't performing or didn't do well, as | didn't do well in math, well, you had extra work or
remedial work or you got a tutor which | had to have on a couple of occasions.

Q: How about reading? Were you much of a reader?

LA PORTA: Yes, a whole lot. Maybe not as much as my sister, the older of my two sisters.
She was three years younger than I, but we liked to read. We didn't have a lot of money to
go out and spend on books, but we were always reading something.

Q: Was there a Carnegie library or equivalent nearby?

LA PORTA: Yes, we had a good public library, which was some distance away. Although it
was in Lynbrook, it was a little difficult to get there. All of us found things to read.

Q: What sort of things were you particularly interested in?

LA PORTA: I recall all of the boy themes, the adventure themes.
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Q: Tom Swift?

LA PORTA: That, Rudyard Kipling, a lot of the sea adventures that are now being made
or remade into movies, the Scarlet Pimpernel, Ivanhoe and so forth. Later on my interest
really was more in history. | mean by the time | was in the 5th and 6th grade | was reading
a lot of simplified history.

Q: Was it junior high and high, was there a junior high?

LA PORTA: The junior high and high school were in the same building, but they were
administered a little bit differently. My junior high years | remember as fairly lackluster. |
learned to play the clarinet. | was in the marching band as well as in the little orchestra
the school had. | liked that. My clarinet teacher was a Mr. Moody. He was quite a

good musician. | don't know how he made a living teaching kids how to play musical
instruments, but he did. Apart from that nothing terribly much stands out in my memory
about junior high school as an experience. The real rite of passage was into the 9th grade,
which was then considered senior high school. | think that that's when things began to
take a lot more shape at least for me personally. | was very fortunate and | still do give
credit publicly to my 10th grade history teacher, his name was Wilmot DeGrath, for having
said to me, “Well, why don't you get interested in diplomatic service? You're good in
international relations.” He was my career counselor.

Q: Were you looking at history beyond the United States?

LA PORTA: Yes. 10th grade was World History. Eleventh grade was Government and
International Relations. Twelfth grade was American History because you had to stress
American History for the New York State Regents exam. Everything was dictated by the
standard curriculum, but | will have to say that those were the formative years in terms of
where | was eventually going.
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Q: How about languages? Were you exposed to any languages?

LA PORTA: Yes, | was. In those times you didn't get foreign language until you went to
high school. | had four years of Latin and two years of French. We had the archetypal Latin
teacher. Her name was Miss Pendleton. She was about as thin as a pencil. She was a
model of rectitude, discipline and everything that one expects in a Latin teacher. She was
a superb teacher. If she kept you for four years that was pretty good | guess. One thing
that was interesting about the Latin experience is that by the time you got to the third year
you were reading about the Punic wars and the Roman civilization. You were translating
essays by Cicero. That was an important intellectual challenge at least for a public high
school kid.

Q: Speaking of Latin, how important was the Catholic Church in your upbringing?
LA PORTA: It was not at all because we weren't Catholic.
Q: Oh, okay. Good heavens, how did that come about?

LA PORTA: It's an interesting story. In fact my grandparents, of course being Sicilian,
were Roman Catholics. My grandfather's attachment to Roman Catholicism was cut short
because in the late '20s and early '30s the Pope conducted a program against Masons.
I'm not exactly sure when this occurred, but around the time of the First World War he
became a Mason. He was a 33rd degree Scottish Rite Mason and the only one in our
family. My father and | and my uncle did not pursue that. He left the Catholic Church at
that time. My parents were married, if | have this right, in 1935. They were married in
the Catholic Church because that was the only place they knew to go, but growing up
we never practiced as Catholics. We went to a church called the Windsor Avenue Bible
Church, which is a church that my grandparents chose. It was near their house and it
was a non-affiliated fundamentalist Christian church. It was a very big part of my life,
and | think my sisters' lives as well, in social terms as well as a religious experience but |
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would say my sisters had less success with church-going than | did. So | was brought up a
Protestant. As | said earlier every Sunday was church and | used to go to youth group one
night during the week.

Q: Activities in high school. Band, were there any other ones?

LA PORTA: Right, I ran track for a while and was manager of the track team. | did not play
football or baseball, did not wrestle, but that was about the extent of it. | was part of the
theatrical group and that had a lot of spin offs much later. Those were probably my main
activities.

Q: How about girls?
LA PORTA: There were a lot of girls all over the place.
Q: Yes, but I'm talking about | was wondering if you were dating?

LA PORTA: Formal dating | don't think really occurred until about maybe the 10th grade
and | think the 11th grade | dated one girl who was a grade ahead of me. Then in my 11th
grade | was her date for the senior prom. There were a couple of others that | went out
with, but certainly nothing approximating in today's fixations with the opposite sex and
social life.

Q: Did you have jobs during the summer or for after school hours?

LA PORTA: As soon as | was about 14, my father said | think it's a good thing for you to
find a part time job. | did and | delivered prescriptions on bicycle for a drug store. Then |
graduated to be the soda clerk and cashier.

Q: Soda jerk, wasn't it?
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LA PORTA: Jerk and clerk and whatever, so you were running between the cash register
and soda fountain. It was something that we did after school and evenings and was just
simply very typical of our community. During the summers | had an opportunity through
a relative of my aunt's to go to Saranac Lake in upstate New York where there was a
very venerable old inn called Saranac Inn. In the Adirondacks, it had the status of the
Greenbrier.

Q: Oh, yes. I've heard of Saranac.

LA PORTA: It was an absolutely fantastic place and was on a lake and | was a caddy
there for two years. Then | graduated another summer to be a bus boy working in the
hotel. We would take the long train ride to Malone, New York from New York City and then
come back around Labor Day.

Q: Did you have any free time? Did you get out and enjoy the Adirondacks at all?

LA PORTA: Well, to some extent because you always were working while other people
were not. I'd say life as a caddy was a heck of a lot easier than life in the kitchens and

the main hotel. Because in the hotel even as a bus boy you had to work, start off at 6:00
AM for room service and then you finished up at 10:00 at night. As a caddy of course

you finished at dusk but we had a curfew in the caddy dormitory. You had most of the
evening to just horse around because there wasn't terribly much to do other than to go for
a swim. You got your meals paid and then they had a couple of little employee clubs but
you couldn't drink. New York State was still very strict on those things. The clubs were in
small bungalows, not unlike this one (the ADST building).

Q: 1920 prefab cottage?

LA PORTA: It was like that. Many of us younger caddies used to like to go to the black
employees' club because it was more fun than to go where the white employees hung out.
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Q: That type of club thing was quite different from the Poconos and sort of the borscht
circuit wasn't it? One always thinks of so much of show business came out of, sort of, |
guess it was in the Poconos.

LA PORTA: In the Adirondacks there were many closed communities, not only the hotels
which were public and open. This included Saranac and Lake Placid, but the clientele
there was almost entirely WASP. By and large the people were money people, golf
players, mostly professional or business. Very rarely did one see ethnics or anybody else
of another persuasion.

Q: Well, we were very much a split society in those days.

LA PORTA: The borscht circuit was ethnic New York, generally Italian, German or Jewish.
Q: Yes. By the time you graduated in what year?

LA PORTA: | graduated in 1956.

Q: Your family was pointing you towards and your sisters towards college or not?

LA PORTA: Yes, | think it was always a given that we would go to college. This was a
great deal of angst and not a little bit of conflict between me and my father, in terms of
where to go to school, the cost, and so forth. | think that his firm idea was that | should

go to public college. One of the state teachers colleges which are all large universities.
There was the Albany State Teachers College where my sister went to school. My other
sister, the youngest sister, went to Queens College, again a public institution. We had
Stony Brook College on eastern Long Island, but upstate for elementary education there
was New Paltz Teachers College. If you wanted to teach music you went to Oswego or
Oneonta. If you really wanted to go far from home you went to Buffalo, but nobody wanted
to do that because it was cold.
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Q: Yes, that's right up in the Snow Belt.

LA PORTA: Right. Along about the 11th grade, | said, this idea of studying for the Foreign
Service and doing international relations sounded to me to be a dandy idea. My father
couldn't get the hang of it because he couldn't figure out why anybody would want to go

to someplace called Washington, DC. Georgetown was the school of choice at that time
as the American University school of international service didn't exist. If you weren't an

Ivy Leaguer, the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown was the icon in the business.

| applied to Georgetown and | got in, maybe to my parents' surprise, and then my father
said, well, how are you going to pay for this. This is a private institution and it required real
dollars. After a little head butting over how all this was going to happen, he said, “Well,
look, | will pay your tuition, but you have to work and earn money, either through a part
time job or during the summer, and pay for your upkeep.” That's basically the bargain that
we had. I will have to say in all fairness that my father probably could not afford the whole
nine yards. As it turned out, in my sophomore year, | got a partial scholarship, then | had a
work-study scholarships in my junior and senior years so | was able to get by.

Q: So, you were at Georgetown from when '56 to '60?
LA PORTA: That's exactly right.
Q: What was Georgetown like in 1956 when you went there?

LA PORTA: It was very buttoned up and very straight by today's standards. It was still very
much of a Catholic school, which again did not exactly please my father. The Jesuits were
some kind of remote and not-so-benign presence in some people's minds. | think the main
hallmarks of Georgetown's administration during those days were they turned out good
young men, emphasis on the men. We had women in the School of Foreign Service, but
no women in the School of Arts and Sciences at that time. You were required to wear a
coat and tie, so a blazer, white shirt and tie were what you wore for class every day. There
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was a lot of emphasis on decorum in the classroom. People did not act out. It was not a
casual experience.

My first year | lived in the dormitory, Ryan Hall, and | think that we had the better of it
because our Hall prefect was a Jesuit brother studying for the priesthood, Father Ambrosio
who ran a pretty lenient regime. | had the corner room overlooking the Potomac, which
was quite nice with a roommate. It was certainly a very different experience for a public
school kid from not a rich community on Long Island. Washington, DC at the time was

half segregated. There were still the poverty pockets of the black community including in
Georgetown. Some of the small alleys in-between the main streets were for tiny houses
originally built for freed slaves of the rich people, mainly during the antebellum time. In the
mid-50's there were a lot of strong feeling about the still-incipient civil rights movement.
People in Washington were not convinced that desegregation was the way to go.

My sophomore year | lived on the corner of 35th and O Streets. My landlord was
down-deep, dyed-in-the-wool Southern Virginian from Petersburg who didn't believe in
desegregation. He was a cab driver. But he was a wonderful man and there are still one or
two cabbies today who remember him. When | get a cabbie of the right generation, | ask
him whether he knew Garland Taylor who worked for Bell Cab. At that time, even a lower
middle class taxi driver could live and own his own house in Georgetown. In the 1930's
Depression, Georgetown was a poverty pocket across the board for whites and blacks.
You had a lot of contrast. Beginning in the 1950's, the new bureaucratic class and the old
rich came in to Georgetown and gentrified a lot of the houses. That process continues to
this day but you also had blacks living in the traditional Georgetown houses along with the
people who moved in after World War | and survived the Depression who were basically
not well off whites. It was a very interesting kind of social mix.

Also, that extended to the religious side because there were a lot of barriers for Catholics
at the time. If you went to Holy Trinity, you were in a Jesuit parish; although it was not
affiliated with the university, you were kind of marked as being a “Jesuit” by people in
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other parishes. Interestingly I got involved during my freshman year with a group of
Protestants. At Georgetown if you were a Catholic you had to take two years of theology.
Non-Catholics were exempt from that, but we had to take two years of political science
and frankly they were some of the best courses I've ever taken. So, a small group of us
non-Catholicthere were five or six of ustarted a little informal club. We didn't call ourselves
anything, but we just went around to different non-Catholic churches all over town just to
check them out. One Sunday we'd go to the Episcopal Church. There was one fellow who
was a day student whose family attended First Baptist Church down on 16th Street, so we
went there as well as to the Presbyterian Church. It was interesting and a good exercise in
comparative Protestant faiths.

The Catholic, non-Catholic divide, was really only reflected in whether you took theology or
didn't take theology, that was just for two years. Everybody also had to take two years of
philosophy. If you didn't take Thomas Aquinas in theology class you got him in philosophy
class. But that was one of the most valuable experiences that | had in academic terms

at Georgetown as an undergraduate. On the whole Washington was interesting, but
maybe less interesting then than it is today. You had the museums, but they were just
relatively modest in those times. It was before the expansion of the National Gallery,
before the Smithsonian and so forth. | remember the opening of the Museum of History
and Technology, which was the first new building at the Smithsonian.

Q: It's now called the Museum of American History | think, isn't it?
LA PORTA: Yes.
Q: It started out as History and Technology.

LA PORTA: Right, but that was a big thing and | think that occurred in about 1957 or

1958 and that was the first new museum to be built on the mall in almost 30 years. As a
Georgetown student, however, you didn't engage that much with the community. Where
you were was socializing with your peers. A lot of walking around Georgetown, that was
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your natural community. After you were finished studying about midnight, there was

a Britt's Cafeteria on lower Wisconsin Avenue right near the Riggs Bank; | don't know
what's there now, but that used to open at midnight. All the cabbies, all the drunks, all the
people who were getting off shift and Georgetown students used to go there for coffee and
breakfast.

Q: In courses, the school of Foreign Service was run by Father?
LA PORTA: Fadner.
Q: Did you really feel separate from the rest of the university?

LA PORTA: Actually yes, because | think there was something of a social divide or at
least a small fault line between the School of Foreign Service and the School of Business,
which was our sister institution, and the College of Arts and Sciences. First of all, all of
the college of arts and sciences students were required to live in the dormitories all four
years, we were not. Secondly, they were all men. Our school was coed, although we may
have had 20 women out of the total class of about 190 at that time. The other thing that
separated us was that we had night classes and we had night students. Some of my very
good friends were veterans. They'd been in World War Il or they had been in the Korean
War and came to Georgetown to go to school and get a degree at night.

We had a lot more of what | would call social mobility in our day-to-day contacts than

they did in the College of Arts and Sciences. The College of Arts and Sciences also
tended to be rich kids. We always thought they were pampered and urbane and not a few
homosexuals among them. One of them interestingly lived in the dorm across the hall from
me in my freshman year was John Guare who is now an extremely successful playwright.
A lot of the kids in the College of Arts and Sciences, probably most of them, had come out
of boarding schools and in terms of social standing were a cut above. They were the kind
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that went up to the Lester Lanin dances at the Roosevelt Hotel at Thanksgiving time and
all that.

Q: What sort of courses were you taking? How did that work?

LA PORTA: Father Fadner was the dean of the School of Foreign Service. He succeeded
Father Walsh who was the founder of the School of Foreign Service. Fadner was a
Russianologist. He was a professor of Russian history and government. All through my
undergraduate career the curriculum was foreordained. It was printed: You will take... For
the first two years everything you had was a required course. You had no wiggle room
except you were assigned to section A or section B in which you might have had different
professors or you could choose to take a night course instead of the day course if it were
better for your schedule. That introduced a little bit of variety so you could go at 6:00 to
8:00 in the evening or 7:00 to 9:00 if it fit and you could take the same course at night. |
did that sometimes in order to just carve more time out of the afternoon for the magazine
| edited or other projects. | also had four years of ROTC on top of the basic academic
program. It wasn't until the junior year that we got to have electives and our senior year we
got to have seminars. It was very regimented in that respect. Looking back on it, it wasn't
all bad because they knew what they were doing. They made sure that they had all the
building blocks in there, including language, and you had to have two years of language
at least. You had to have so many years of history, government and whatever. The only
thing you didn't have was math, thank God, or science, although some people did get
permission to take science courses over in the College of Arts and Sciences if they were
interested.

Q: Languages?

LA PORTA: | took French and that | did for two years and that was what the requirement
was. That was okay. Every semester you had an economics course. Every semester you
had a government course of some kind and then later on you got into junior year we had
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international law. In fact my international law professor William V. O'Brien, died just a few
months ago. He was a brilliant guy, just fantastic, as a professor as well as a human being.
| think that the School of Foreign Service achieved what they set out to do which was to
train people. They weren't educating you in the Socratic sense and they certainly weren't
casting pearls before swine. They expected you to measure up and to march through

the curriculum. There was very little tolerance of other things, and certainly no liberal or
freethinking.

Q: How much did, you know, Georgetown being in Washington, how much did the
Washington scene, this was the Eisenhower, the second Eisenhower term, how much did
that impact on you all?

LA PORTA: Hard to say. In my view, when | became a senior we used to go down and get
cheap seats at Constitution Hall where the National Symphony Orchestra played at that
time. We used to go down to the National Theater now and then. Being in the city (there
was no Beltway at the time, but being inside the not yet existing Beltway) did not have
much meaning in terms of becoming a political junkie or how you thought about things as
compared to today. We had politics at Georgetown and there was a divide between the
Democratic minority and mainstream Republicanism. It looked more like Rockefellerism
from New York as opposed to something more conservative.

Q: Did you continue sort of in the Rockefeller Republican side of things?

LA PORTA: | did. There was a row over Barry Goldwater and it was about that time in
my senior year that Young Americans for Freedom was founded. The YAF decided it
was going to take over student governments around the country to propagate Goldwater
conservatism. A group of less conservative Republicans decided we would resist that
and we opposed their hijacking the Republican club and the student government. A
group of us teamed up and we successfully put forward our own candidate for head of
the student government against a co-student named Douglas Caddy who was later to
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reappear briefly during Watergate as one of the Nixon's lawyers. Also one of the leading
conservative Republicans on campus was Bob Bauman who was a student intern in Joe
McCarthy's office. Later on he ran for Congress from the Eastern Shore of Maryland but
was ousted from congress because of a sexual peccadillo. This was back in | guess the
mid '70s. So there was some political stress appearing in campus life. | gravitated in my
own circles. | worked on the yearbook and | became editor of the school magazine, the
Foreign Service Courier. We didn't have a newspaper in the school of Foreign Service.
The College of Arts and Sciences had a weekly newspaper. The Courier looked like State
Magazine used to before it got lots of color and fancy photos, but we attempted to not only
to report on student news in the Business school and Foreign Service school and Institute
of Languages, but we also had writings on serious subjects, not unlike AFSA's (American
Foreign Service Association) the Foreign Service Journal.

Q: In the school of Foreign Service, didn't the State Department Foreign Service and
foreign affairs agencies intrude on your life?

LA PORTA: To some extent, but | think that the media impact was much less than it might
have been. You never saw anybody coming around saying they were from the State
Department. The ones who came around were CIA recruiters. The State Department
recruiters weren't interesting. Occasionally we had lecturers. We invited people from
various parts of State to come and the school had a lecture series so every couple of
months there was some significant person who came to talk. Where you got your energy
in those days were other students who were doing other things. For example, we had
students working on degrees who came out of Hill staffs. We had students who had been
in the military and we had a lot of intellectual ferment among your peers and activities
pretty much centered on campus.

We had one group, we didn't call it an international relations club, which visited different
embassies every couple of months. The ambassador would invite you to his embassy to
give a talk about country X. | remember going to the Republic of China residence which
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was then a very grand one up off Wisconsin Avenue. | think it's the International School of
Washington now. Wellington Koo was the ambassador. So, we had things like that, but |
would say that by and large you were there to be trained. You were there to at the end of
your senior year you're going to take the Foreign Service examination because that's what
everybody did. Only a small number of our colleagues came into the Foreign Service as it
turned out. Some of my good friends at that time were Joe Yodzis who graduated a year
ahead of me. Ed Djerejian who earned current fame for his study on public diplomacy and
now is working with the James Baker Center for Public Policy in Houston is probably the
most distinguished Foreign Service graduate from my class certainly. We had a few others
who went into Commerce Department, a few into CIA, but it was by no means the majority
of the class.

Q: You mentioned work, you had to get work to keep going.
LA PORTA: Right.
Q: What sort of work were you doing?

LA PORTA: In my junior and senior year | had a partial scholarship because | was the
editor of the magazine. During the year so | spent most afternoons and a lot of weekends
doing the magazine, everything from writing to layout to getting it published. One summer

| went to work for the Public Housing Administration. | applied for a clerical job and | got

it. | worked at New Hampshire and Connecticut Avenues. | was a GS-3 clerk-typist there
and | worked into the school year in that job. Then in my junior and senior years | had
ROTC summer camp. ROTC had summer camp every year so that took a chunk out of
your summer. By and large working while going to school was not as big a thing as it might
have been. It was something you did just to earn money.

Q: Were you and maybe some of your colleagues pointed toward the Foreign Service
written exam and all?
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LA PORTA: Well, yes and no. There were some study guides and sample examinations.
One of the professors who taught diplomatic and consular practice, it was called dip and
con, did have some meetings and we took the samples of the written examination at night.
It wasn't a major focus and there weren't that many of us doing that. Most of the other
people were either going to do something else if they were going to look at government.
One of my classmates became the senior civil servant in the Commodities Future Trading
Commission, CFTC. | think that has gone out of existence now or become something else.
We had people lined up in the Treasury Department and other places. So, it wasn't that
everyone was pointing to the Foreign Service. As | said, it was only maybe a dozen of us
who looked forward to Foreign Service professional careers. One very good friend just
retired from 35 years at the CIA and he has been teaching Latin American history and
politics at Georgetown since he graduated.

Q: Did politics intrude on, did you get involved in, in the first place, by the time you got to
Georgetown, the McCarthy period was basically over, but was there an aftermath of being
a Catholic university and all. | would think it would be a conflicted place.

LA PORTA: Indeed it was. | mean while most of the university and certainly Father Fadner
and a lot of our professors were quite conservative and were Republicans, we also had a
few recent immigrants, like Brzezinski who was a visiting professor at Georgetown, and
another Polish #migr# by the name of Jan Karski teaching government. | think overall
there was a very strong reaction against McCarthyism and kind of the conservative
agenda such as it was at that time. The effort was to get Goldwater into the White House.
| think people were not admiring of the tactics and kind of attempts to hijack the student
government, take over organizations for political purposes and so forth. | think they didn't
succeed, although individually as | said earlier, a number of people involved went on to
careers in conservative political life.

A number of my good friends got a big turnoff because of the political aspects and they
eventually found their way into academia and became very non-political. Only a few found
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their way into the law. By and large it was very diffuse in terms of what transpired after
Georgetown.

Q: Did Senator John F. Kennedy cross your radar at all?

LA PORTA: Oh, well, he lived right down there on 33rd and N Street and the oohs and
the aahs, especially the girls, loved to go down and see if they could get a glimpse of
Jackie and so forth. Madeleine Albright today lives on 34th Street. We're still in a good
neighborhood. If you look at Georgetown today and what it was at that time, today you
have a lot of diversity in the School of Foreign Service. You have very expansive graduate
programs and continuing education. You have special degrees and certificate programs.
Everything from theology to graduate business, MBA programs and things like that. You
have a lot of Foreign Service people, including colleagues like Howie Schaffer, Dick Teare
who is running the kind of Australian-New Zealand program and many people who are
now back at Georgetown in different ways. They have really expanded the public affairs
or public policy outreach to the university. In the 1950's there wasn't that much interface.
There wasn't that much impact. Although you had certainly people who were well known
experts, but they weren't heavily involved in politics and the administration of the day.
There wasn't this turn of the wheel where all the Democratic academics went into the
administration, then after eight years came back to the university and found a job. You
certainly didn't have the impact of think tanks at that time. Academic institutions were fairly
well constrained and self-contained.

Georgetown Law School, because it was located down near the Hill, perhaps had a bigger
impact and provided a lot of law graduates who worked on congressional staffs. They had
law school outplacement programs and internships. We didn't have that much.

Q: Georgetown, too had not made its big jump into going from being a very good Catholic
university to being a very good sort of challenger to the Ivy League type of universities
which came a little later. Am | right in that?
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LA PORTA: | think that that was a deliberate change in the philosophy of the university. As
a Catholic institution our peers were Fordham, Xavier, Holy Cross, etc. | mean very good
top of the line Catholic schools. It wasn't until | think the late '60s that Georgetown began
to live a whole lot more in the world.

Q: Father Healy | think came in didn't he?

LA PORTA: Father Healy I think that was probably right. Georgetown also began to
swing some weight in the Catholic hierarchy in the city. They established a consortium
of Catholic universities and they started to swap students around to Catholic University,
Marymount and others who were expanding.

Q: Trinity | think.

LA PORTA: Trinity, yes Trinity College. You had different things begin to happen. | went
back to Georgetown to graduate school in 1963-65 and | found that the student body was
changing on the graduate level. We had a lot more students coming from other places in
the U.S.

Q: In 1960 you graduated. What did you do?

LA PORTA: Well, I did what everybody else did. | took the Foreign Service exam. | passed
the written exam and | failed the oral exam. | went to New York University. | lived at home.
| decided to do a masters degree in history in two areas, American history and diplomatic
history, the two things that | was really interested in, largely because of professors that

| had at Georgetown. Dr. Jules Davids was a very superb diplomatic historian. | kind of
got on that track and | said, well, I'm going to have to wait a while until | take the oral
exam which didn't occur until sometime late or in the middle of the following year after |
graduated.

Q: The oral exam was different times. The first week or Saturday in December.
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LA PORTA: That's right. | graduated in June and it wasn't until the following summer that |
could take the oral examination.

Q: Do you recall the oral exam, the one that you didn't pass?

LA PORTA: | do. | do indeed. The bottom line was they said, well, very nice, Mr. La Porta.
We noticed you just graduated from Georgetown, why don't you come back when you get
some experience.

Q: Well, this is often the case. Do you recall any of the questions?

LA PORTA: Not really. | do remember kind of the atmospherics surrounding the interview.
It was three people, straight grilling. Q and A, Q and A. There was no attempt made

at conversation. It was empirical knowledge. It was not well, how do you feel about ....
There was no touchy-feely in that crowd. | took the examination in New York and | don't
remember who the examiners were. | went to NYU and started my masters degree and |
was able to work for the university. | worked in the bursar's office (the treasurer's office)
and had a full time job. | went to school in the evening; then for one year at the same time |
was a research assistant to a history professor.

Q: How did you find the atmosphere at NYU?

LA PORTA: Totally different from Georgetown. Students were still more polite and
better dressed in those days even at NYU, but you had a totally a different mix of people
because everybody was out doing something else and pursuing a graduate degree at
night. History was not everybody's cup of tea. You didn't have a lot of dedicated core
history students. You had about 20 that you traveled through different courses with.

Of course NYU was a huge business school, a big medical school, all in downtown
Manhattan and it was totally cosmopolitan. For the time it was great fun. It was about as
much contrast as you could get from the Georgetown kind of straight and narrow. As |
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said | had some superb professors at NYU and that was a real treat. It was real intellectual
growth.

Q: What did you family think, particularly your father, here you are back again going to
school?

LA PORTA: Well, he didn't think too much of that, so it wasn't going to come out of his hide
financially. | worked my way through. | bought a car from my uncle and | commuted into
lower Manhattan. | had just finished my course work when they were calling people up for
the second Berlin crisis. Although | had gotten a deferment from ROTC for my academic
work, they said, you've got to come on active duty. So, | had to kind of hurry up and finish
my thesis. Then | went into the army in September of '62.

Q: This was as a second lieutenant?
LA PORTA: Yes, second lieutenant.
Q: What branch?

LA PORTA: | was in army intelligence, but all intelligence officers had to take the army
infantry officers' basic training. My first stop was Fort Benning, Georgia which was a real
eye opener in many respects and then | went to Fort Holabird in Baltimore where | served
out the rest of my time in the military for two years.

Q: This is the headquarters of?

LA PORTA: The army intelligence school. | really never left the army intelligence school
although | went through their course basically to be the equivalent of a CIA case officer.
Only a small number of our army class got real intelligence jobs and | stayed at the
intelligence school to become the security officer there.

Q: How did you find the military?
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LA PORTA: | liked it in a whole lot of ways. | probably would have stayed in the military if

| had gotten a decent second assignment. | kept dealing with the detailers as assignment
officers are called in Washington in army personnel. They'd come back and say, well,
lieutenant, we really don't have anything in your field. | said, send me to Korea. Send me
to you name it, any bad place you want to send me. They kept diddling and fiddling and

| said, fine, I've got to make some plans here. I'm checking out. That was the end of it.

| had two years in the military. | established some outstanding relationships among my
colleagues. | got an army commendation medal and a few other commendations. It was
experience after all. We had a great bunch of guys that | went through the officers training
with and they're still friends of mine to this day. One of the things that the army taught me
and having the ROTC experience is that | became very interested in POL/MIL work during
my time in the Foreign Service. My last job as political advisor to the commander of NATO
forces in Naples was a great job.

Q: This is one of the things, it's all from lacking today and that is so few of your junior
officers, unless they had been military or had a military career and come in as a retired
major of lieutenant colonel, but the rest just don't have that military experience and the feel
of it.

LA PORTA: Absolutely. This is a very serious shortcoming in my view. Today about the
most you'll get is a few reserve officers, maybe a few who were called up for Afghanistan
and later for Iraq, and these guys do well in the Foreign Service. They're great Foreign
Service Officers and great military officers. | do know that we also get a certain number of
military brats, not a large number, but a few who are sons and daughters of military people
who do decide they want to work on the civilian side. But it is no means proportionate to
the numbers that we need considering the importance of working with the military and
interfacing with DOD.
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Q: I came in in '55 and my whole generation was almost all male and almost all veterans.
Just nothing, it was just the way it was. You got out of the military when?

LA PORTA: 1963.
Q: Okay, then you went back to Georgetown, was it?

LA PORTA: | was studying for my Ph.D. doing my course work at Georgetown, but | went
to work for NSA, the National Security Agency.

Q: All right, well, we'll pick this up the next time.
Today is the 25th of March, 2004. Al?

LA PORTA: | shortchanged you on some views on my university experience and graduate
school. | think that there are a few things in there that | think that were relevant to my
subsequent performance in the Foreign Service. In particular, I think that Catholic
universities, whatever else they may be, do have a rather rigorous approach to intellectual
development. The fact that you were required to take two years of philosophy and required
to take an equivalent to theology and that you had a very strong emphasis in the School of
Foreign Service on writing were truly instrumental in preparation for the Foreign Service.
Where they might have done better at that time is in providing work-study experiences or
internships or things to do in the summer. You were kind of always adrift, but it might have
been a lot better had there been some professional things to do during the summer, as
many universities now have internship requirements. Such programs help to fill experience

gaps.

Q: Well, it was an era before they really developed that. | think now it has become more
scheduled I think.

Interview with Ambassador Alphonse La Porta http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001577



Library of Congress

LA PORTA: My organization, the United States-Indonesia Society, USINDO, for example
provides summer study programs for graduate school students to study language in
Indonesia. We send them to Central Java for ten weeks and they live with an Indonesian
family and are attached to the university there. On the other hand, | think that in terms of
substantive preparation, Georgetown did have some truly outstanding professors at that
time. Jules Davids was a professor of diplomatic history. He later published a first-rate
diplomatic history in the 1970's. also there was J. Carroll Quigley, who was the notorious
professor of a course called the development of civilizations that no one will ever forget.
His book reputedly was one of Bill Clinton's favorites.

Q: A former president?

LA PORTA: Yes, that's right. He was Clinton's professor as well. Professor Bill O'Brien
of international law and diplomatic practice was outstanding. There were people like Jan
Karski who was a contemporary of Brzezinski's and a number of others on that level who
were well-known. In graduate school | think | did mention | went to New York University.
My two majors there were diplomatic history and contemporary American history since
1850. Two professors | had there, again, were remarkable as teachers and mentors.

On the diplomatic history side, there was Vincent Carrosso, as good as Jules Davids at
Georgetown. He did a lot of writing, mostly in modern European history. Also there was
Bayrd Still who was a professor in social history, history of American west and history of
American cities. What he conveyed was a very deep understanding of not only the official
history of the United States, but also the process of becoming the ethos of America.

Q: The social forces.

LA PORTA: Exactly. Why we got to be where they are. Of course now universities have
things like history of the American theater and films and whatnot which is pretty lightweight
in contrast to the social undercurrents of the second half of the 19th Century and early
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20th Century up through the Depression. There are some very powerful things to work with
in terms of the Foreign Service experience.

Q: At New York University, | think of New York City as being a hotbed of European style
socialism and all. How about European professors? Were they coming from anywhere in
the political spectrum?

LA PORTA: Not necessarily. | think that even New York University at that time was fairly
straight. You were certainly not propagandized as part of the student body. People left
the free thinking to the New School of Social Research up the street on 5th Avenue and
places like that. In fact, New York University in those years, this was of course before
Vietnam and before we real activism set in, was a fairly steady place. | was a graduate
teaching assistant, as well as a student and | also taught a couple of subjects in the
school of business. | taught American history and American government because even
as a business student you had to have a couple of social science credits. That was a
pretty tough beat, trying to teach history to accounting students. Nevertheless, it was very
interesting. As a native New Yorker, living on Long Island and commuting into Manhattan,
turned me off on living in New York ever again.

Q: Well, I was wondering, the NSA, National Security Agency, which is essentially
eavesdrops and goes after, listens in on things. What were you doing teaching area
studies?

LA PORTA: Before the massive advances in technical intelligence you had a very heavy
effort at NSA in traffic analysis that was done by humans and by hand and you worked

off the printed word. You had transcripts of communications intercepts and a very large
enterprise during those years of evaluating Soviet telemetry. Soviet telemetry was
Important because you analyze what happened around the Russian space program. Don't
forget this was 1963, (Kennedy was shot while | was working at NSA in November of
1963) consequently you had a lot of people skills involved. Language skills, technical skills
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in terms of evaluating data and area studies were mandatory for people coming into the
agency. Wherever you were working, you had a basic grounding in geography, history and
current events, the structure of the Soviet government or the Chinese government, etc. My
particular fields were Asian history, geography and religions because you also had to know
something about Buddhism, Hinduism and other philosophies. That job consumed about a
year.

Then | went into what was a very small unit in NSA that was responsible for liaison with
foreign intelligence services. | was assigned to the German and Austrian desk. Our

job was basically to manage the technical intelligence relationships with both of those
governments. Most people didn't realize that we did have intelligence relationships with
neutrals like Austria and Switzerland in addition to allies such as Germany. | worked with

a senior woman officer and basically our job was to fashion the agreements on what we
would and would not exchange with the BND and other intelligence agencies, to monitor
the intelligence flow, to receive visitors, to handle cross training of specialists and analysts,
and in some areas where NSA had people stationed overseas we had to look after the
NSA units on the ground.

Q: The Germans have had quite a reputation of intercepting on the Russian front. Anyway,
what about the Austrians. One doesn't think about them doing much more than being a
piece of territory particularly Vienna where spies played against each other.

LA PORTA: | think that the Austrian interest as far as | can recollect it was really more

in monitoring law enforcement issues and exchanging information on people who came
to the Austrians' attention or our attention who were involved in the illegal activities

you mentioned. | think Vienna had the ill deserved reputation largely because of the
international agencies that are located there. In the same way people use Geneva as a
very convenient way station. Nevertheless, those experiences, | think introduced me to
the working world of intelligence, what intelligence people really do. Secondly, it gained
me a lot of contacts that | found useful even a decade or more later. For example, people
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that we had worked with, even casually, wound up to be with the NSA contingent in Turkey
when | served in there in the mid-'70s.

Q: Did you get any feel while you were at NSA about the relationship with the CIA? | mean
it was kind of compartmentalized, but | mean did you get a feel that they talk to each other
or were ships that pass in the night?

LA PORTA: | think that except of the very top level, the deputy and the deputy director
level, there were really no close staff relationships with the agency insofar as | could
understand. Certainly on the analyst level, there were not close relationships. This is

quite different from today where if you went to a meeting of analysts at somebody's
headquarters, you would probably find a NSA analyst or two in the room. The areas where
| was given to understand that there was the most interface was in technical intelligence
and counterintelligence because technical counterintelligence was highly important to

the agency. It was NSA that had most of that expertise. The detection of compromises
and intrusion devices, other kinds of hostile surveillance, and the security of encrypted
materials all came from NSA. By and large the CIA was a pretty bottled up, uptight place in
those years even though | had a couple of friends working there.

Q: Sampling this, you'd already figured you didn't want to work in New York, how about the
intelligence field?

LA PORTA: | applied to the agency as a backstop against the Foreign Service. | figured,
well, rather than NSA, although | had a perfectly good job and | got a promotion in good
time and | certainly could have stayed there for any number of years, but | did apply

to Langley and went through processing up through their polygraph examination and |
decided, well, no | really didn't like that. Then the Foreign Service opportunity came along
and it was a moot issue. | did take the Foreign Service examination in 1963 and the oral
exam in the middle of '64 with much better results of course.
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Q: Do you recall any of the questions?

LA PORTA: The guestions were pretty subject matter and very general. What would you
doin X, Y, Z situation or what would you advise the ambassador if you were privy to
certain information that no one else in the mission had. Or you blurted something out in

a staff meeting and get yourself slapped down because you're a junior officer. | think the
questions in the oral were pretty much situational and attitudinal. How do you feel about
X? There were questions on that exam | recall about the anti-war movement that was then
developing. How did | feel about Vietnam because our government was in the middle of
decision making in the beginning of the Johnson administration. | never could quite figure it
out whether they were interested in those topics for security reasons or whether they were
just interested to know where | was in my head.

Q: | suspect it's that.
LA PORTA: | suspect that, too.
Q: There's very little feedback to security problems. It's really to see how you react.

LA PORTA: | think that was the main tenor of the questioning. My entry into the Foreign
Service from the summer of '64 to April of '65 was quite expeditious, | think no doubt
helped because | had security clearances from NSA and the army. | think that shortened
the waiting period. | was surprised when they gave me a reporting date and they said

| could report in either April or June. Choosing April turned out to my disadvantage
because my promotion to the exalted grade of GS-9 at NSA was being processed. The
promotion did not come into force until after | left NSA to join the Foreign Service. The first
bureaucratic wrangle | had at State was with the career management division about an
increase in salary and entry to the FS at a higher grade because of this promotion. They
said, no, you never got the promotion even though you had been notified on paper that
you were getting it, because it was not effectuated. So | never got the increase in grade.
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Q: Then you started when in April?
LA PORTA: | started on April 1 in 1965.

Q: '65. What was your basic officer course like? How did you see the people and how was
it done?

LA PORTA: We had 27 or 28 people in the course. There were among that number about
four USIA officers and the rest were regular State Foreign Service. We were pretty heavy
on economic and political officers by recollection, very light in other fields. The course
chairman at that time was Garrett Soulen, a very proficient officer and the deputy course
coordinator was Bob Barnard who of course was legendary for all kinds of good stories.
Looking back on it, and just having gone through unpacking of effects and looking at some
old pictures, we had a very young class. | recall that at the age of 25, | was one of the
older people in our class. There was one fellow who was an army captain, Bruce Rogers.
There were maybe one other veteran, so he was maybe 28. We were a very young class
and very little work experience on the part of most people. | wound up having served

two years in the army and a little over two years at NSA as probably one of the more
experienced people in the class. Even then | was very young and inexperienced.

Q: Women, minorities?

LA PORTA: We had several women who did extraordinarily well, including the last serving
member of our class who is still on active duty, Louise Kelleher Crane who is the State
vice president of AFSA. She gets the longevity prize for staying in active duty.

Q: How do you feel they prepared you?

LA PORTA: | thought FSI (Foreign Service Institute) was good in terms of the service
orientation and to the degree that you could absorb a little of the substantive skills that
you would need. The course duration was seven weeks and we all felt it was too short,
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that it could have easily have been ten weeks or a lot more. My pay problem was the first
irritant with the State admin bureaucracy, and ever since that first experience, | was never
an admirer of the general administrative apparatus which is probably why | spent so much
time and effort trying to change it.

The payroll people didn't want to talk to you. The personnel people, except for your junior
officer counselor, really weren't interested in anything you had to say. There are a number
of things about the JO (Junior Officer) class that are familiar today. When you're coming to
Washington of the first time and where are you going to live? State provided no facilities,
no hints, no clues. The FSI at that time was in Arlington Towers in the basement and
there were very few apartment complexes around. Incoming students from outside the
metropolitan area were short-changed on their living allowances. You got zero help in
getting relocated and most importantly, for the most part their spouses were ignored. The
only thing that spouses got was a protocol course that lasted a few days if they wanted to
take it. They were invited to one or two functions and that's all. | think that it wasn't until a
few years later when | began to study language that attitudes towards spouse inclusion

in language training began to change a little bit. As for the A-100 class very little attention
was paid to family concerns. We hear some of these same things today and many of these
problems were brought to AFSA when | was there.

Q: It was representative of the times then, too.

LA PORTA: | think so. They were just interested in the employee and they really didn't give
a damn about anybody else.

Q: Of course at the same time they expected the wife to be a team member once you got
abroad.

LA PORTA: No question about it. Although my first tour was in Washington, my second
tour was overseas and my wife was included my EER.
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Q: Oh, yes. Well, now when you were going through the basic officer course, they always
ask where do you want to go and what do you want to do. What did you want to do and
where did you want to go?

LA PORTA: | think that we were allowed to express preferences but we got no assignment
list in those days. You were never given a list saying this is what the JO division has

to fill in this cycle either by location or by types of job. You filled out a very brief form
indicating area and functional preferences. Since you were brought in in cone the
functional preferences almost always were in the political area. You didn't have to serve
as a consular officer although the system said you did. Everybody's preferences were
right on with their cone, then the geographic areas varied widely, mostly having to do

with languages that people had had. In my case | was frankly just interested in Asia

and learning a language. My second area of interest was Northern Africa and studying
Arabic which I've never done, never been assigned there and never studied it. At any rate,
we were allowed to go that far. The JO division in those days, and | later came to say
‘appreciate’ the process - to use the word advisedly - when | worked in personnel later,
was a black box. In other words, it was pretty hermetically sealed. The junior officer, you
had a very brief interview with your counselor, then they disappeared and never came
back until the day that they gave you your assignments which were read out in class.

My first assignment, to be perfectly honest, was a disappointment. | was one of the two
people in our class who were assigned to Washington and | was put into an administrative
rotation program. All of the rest of our colleagues were assigned overseas to do “real
work.” One thing that does stand out was our contact with the Director General who at that
time was Joseph Palmer, a very formidable, austere, Brahmin New Englander, otherwise a
nice guy. | got to know him a little bit later on because | was working in the admin field and
| worked in personnel. Apart from the Director General coming and talking to you during
one hour session of you're A-100 class, there was very little contact with “real people” who
worked in State functions. Most of our courses were done by FSI faculty people, some
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of them Foreign Service Officers, some not. Then we had one panel of junior officers.
Tom Boyatt was on the panel for my A-100 class but apart from these two encounters no
one really talked to us about life and careers in the FS; the FSI training was mostly skills-
orientated.

Greater contact with people who were serving in mainline jobs, getting people from
embassies, how does an embassy function, a day in the life of an embassy, and that kind
of practical discussion would have been more helpful. Those are the things you kind of
tend to learn on your own in the early stages of your career.

One anecdote that | still like to is when Joe Palmer was asked by one of our colleagues
for his appraisal of the morale in the Foreign Service today. He looked at us and simply
said, “When was it ever thus?” Then he went on to explain that every generation thinks
that morale is lousy and yet everybody sticks with the profession.

Q: | used to feel, | would read these articles in the paper, some columnist would do this
and I'd be shaving and I'd say, well, you know, | don't feel that bad, you know? It is a
truism.

LA PORTA: | have told that story to younger officers and new recruits into the Foreign
Service when | was in AFSA. The morale issue is one of the interesting features of our
common existence.

Q: Itis. You started in '65 was it?
LA PORTA: Right.

Q: How long were you in Washington?
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LA PORTA: | was in Washington for two full years. | was in an administrative rotation
program where | had assignments of four months each until | started Indonesian language
training in the fall of 1964 and | arrived in Indonesia in April of 1967.

Q: You were doing administrative work for about a year?
LA PORTA: A little more than a year.
Q: What sort of things were you doing?

LA PORTA: My first assignment was probably the most unrewarding assignment in
the Foreign Service and about which | knew absolutely nothing. This was the office of
management planning and it was headed at that time by Dick Barrett who came out of
MIT as Bill Macomber's management expert. His job was to implant something called
the CCPS, the Consolidated Country Programming System, State's answer to Robert
McNamara's PPBS(Planning, Programming and Budgeting System) at Defense..

Q: | remember that.

LA PORTA: Our office which was located on H Street was a small group; mostly civil
servants and consultants, designed to install the CCPS system in the State Department.
The fact that they had a couple of junior Foreign Service Officers working in there showed
you how little they really knew about the State Department. CCPS, which has undergone
many variations since then, sought to quantify goals and objectives as a means of
budgetary allocation. Quantifying progress on the intangibles of foreign policy, today call
“metrics,” remains an unsolved problem.

Q: It was the matrix system.

LA PORTA: It was the matrix system. It was numerical. It was doing all the things
Robert McNamara was accused of doing at the Defense Department. It was the State
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Department's effort to “catch up” to modern management. It was in its own way a
fascinating experience, but it also showed you the folly running a program with outside
experts and top down management. It was an absolute failure. You got no cooperation
from anybody in the State Department particularly the Foreign Service Officers. The State
Department management and Under Secretary for Management Bill Macomber at his
worst said, “No, no, we're going to do this period”, but made very little effort to explain it.
He would not listeagain a problem of State management.

Q: I was in Yugoslavia at the time and | can remember the DCM calling me in and saying,
would I like to do this at the post. He explained what it was and | said, thank you very
much, but I think I'd rather do something else. | was chief of the consular section and |
said, | would really like to stay and do that. | don't think they ever got anybody to do it.

LA PORTA: Thereby hangs the folly of successive management initiatives in the State
Department because it was all wrongheaded right from the get-go. On the other hand,
that in two respects | think that there was some value in it. On a personal basis, it got
me interested in management unlike most State Department officers. Secondly, it was
probably a necessary effort to introduce management by goals and objectives.

Q: I think that was the first time that they said, well, why do you have representation, who
are you seeing, this type of thing, but it made very good sense.

LA PORTA: To force people to go through that discipline, though still far from ideal, is
absolutely necessary. CCPS was a seminal effort. It was not successful, but it left some
things there that through subsequent iterations began to be not bad. The fact that today
each mission has to go through a codified planning process and the fact that each division
in the Department has to go through that process is necessary in today's much more
complex environment.

In fact, strategic planning is one of the things that I'm trying to bring to the organization
that | head right now. We're going to develop goals and objectives and a strategy because
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we have to have it. | don't feel comfortable without it. In contrast to the military, which is
very good at planning, we in the State Department are always lacking in that area. | still
feel today that we are lacking in how we approach planning and how we as senior officers
look at the value of planning. | think that this is something if the State Department is ever
to grow up and if we're ever fully to justify ourselves to OMB and the Congress, the people
who give us the money we operate on. We have to do a lot better at planning.

Q: | come out of the consular field and quite early on they developed essentially this. We
expect you to issue so many visas and it costs so much to do this and we need so much
money and we kept our visa fees.

LA PORTA: It didn't come for a while though. That began to happen in really the late '80s
when Mary Ryan as executive assistant to Ron Spiers as Undersecretary, was able to

use that process to break the consular receipts game. In other words, sHe argued that
consular receipts have to be plowed back into the consular function rather than go into the
general treasury. | served in the office of management planning in '85 to '87 and then | was
associated with the strategic management initiative (SMI) in the early '90s at the beginning
of the Clinton administration.

Q: Then what else were you doing this time during the rotation?

LA PORTA: Management planning introduced me to a new area of professional endeavor
or expertise and interest that | carried away. My second rotation was in something that
was even more arcane than that. That was in financial management in SA-1 (State
Annex-1) off Virginia Avenue. There were seven old time civil servants and one junior
Foreign Service Officer, me, who were responsible for writing financial regulations and
doing financial analysis. One of the less rewarding projects that they threw to me was a
review of the travel vouchering system.

Q: The Foreign Affairs Manual dealing with financials.
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LA PORTA: Financial management. The regulations that budget people and voucher
clerks and accountants used all over the world. Talk about really not knowing what

you were doing! The travel voucher study earned me a total disdain for the way the
Department manages itself in the fiscal area. The amount of paper. The amount of useless
details that were and still are required in justifying one's travel. One thing that study, as
naive as it may have been given my level of ignorance, showed me just how appallingly
bad we manage ourselves in the State Department and how we're fundamentally unable
and unwilling to change.

Q: I know around this time, a little earlier, but | was a vice consul in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia
and we had next door to us an Aramco and Aramco figured out how much it cost to send
somebody home. They said, here it is. They had to appear, they had to report somewhere
and report back and that was it. God, when you think of the paper that saved.

LA PORTA: Even in those days they deposited travel money directly into your checking
account. That's one of the things we advocated. | wrote down how to do it and then
everybody decided that the OMB, GAO, and GSA would not allow that and we're still stuck
with the same system of accountability even though now it's automated. We still have to
provide the same kinds of documentation. We still have the same encrustation of rules in
doing business. It became immediately apparent as you indicated to give you a bunch of
money.

Q: If you want to make some money out of it and go third class that's your problem.

LA PORTA: That's exactly right. | will tell you it is the greatest weight that the State
Department has to bear is the administrative apparatus that it has to maintain in
accounting for things like travel and other regulatory functions. Payroll is an evil necessity,
but even there | can give you a lot of examples that the State Department is dong things
that it need not be doing. We should not be issuing our own orders for checks to the
Treasury. We should employ another organization to do that, like the National Finance
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Center. All of these issues were dredged up in the course of those few months | worked
on this study. Needless to say, as starry eyed as | might have been, you never could make
the criticism as harsh as it should have been because it might be read by some senior
officer. We explain away the need to reform. We inflict it on ourselves and we have only
ourselves to blame. | have revisited a number of issues arising from that early report when
| was in M (Management), in AFSA, and in Reinventing Government and yet we've gotten
nowhere in making improvements.

Q: Well, then, after this glimpse of the smooth functioning system that you found in the
State Department.

LA PORTA: | wound up in personnel. | was in personnel for about eight months.
Q: How did you find that?

LA PORTA: Personnel was a breath of fresh air. | was put in as an assignments officer

in the office of functional personnel. Functional personnel, FPP as it was known at that
time, was headed by Jules Bassin who, a wonderful man, lawyer, long time civil servant,
a man of great integrity and personal consideration. Among the officers that | worked with
were Joe Yodzis, a Foreign Service Officer who served in Yugoslavia, Harriet Isom who is
retired living in Oregon, Dennis Kux who is still active on Indian subcontinent issues, and
David Zweifel who is still with the Inspection Corps..

Q: Harriet Isom was an ambassador at one point.

LA PORTA: Twice, in Africa. | replaced her as principal officer in Medan in the early
"70s. In FPP there was a civil service assignment office as well. Our job was to

make assignments to the functional bureaus like the science bureau, public affairs,
education and cultural affairs, the economic bureaus, and business affairs, international
organizations (I0) and several others. Each of the assignments officers had a number of
bureaus we were responsible for. The job very simply to make matches by brokering the
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assignments with the officer and with the receiving bureau. Then the assignments officer
takes that assignment to panel which worked very much as they do today. There were
fewer rules then.

In terms of how it worked, | thought was not bad. | also learned how the junior officer
division worked. At that time the JO division had control over you for the first two
assignments and a third assignment if you were in a rotational program. | remember that
toward the end of my time in FPP my JO assignment officer Imelda Prokopovitsch, came
down the hall and she said, “Congratulations, Al, you're assigned to Jakarta, Indonesia.”
That's all there was. There was no discussion or process.

A lot of good came out of that assignment. | think that | was lucky because | learned
positive lessons in FPP as well as negative lessons from the financial management and
management planning jobs. But all of those jobs were like oatmeal, they kind of stuck to
your ribs for the rest of your career. | will have to say that Harriett Isom, David Zweifel and
Dennis Kux are three of my best friends today.

Q: Well, now, you were in Indonesia for how long?

LA PORTA: My original assignment was for two years and then | was extended for a third.
Q: Did you have language training?

LA PORTA: Five months.

Q: How did you and Indonesian get along?

LA PORTA: Very well. Number one, while Indonesian is among the so-called “hard”
languages, it is one of the easiest ones to learn. My wife took language with me and that
was a win-win situation. We had superb instructors. In fact, two nights ago | had a little
reunion with one of our instructors who is still teaching, and our other instructor is now
head of the Indonesian, Tagalog, Burmese and Thai language section in the language
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school. Our linguist was superb, a guy named Joe Harter. Indonesian stuck with me pretty
well. I just came back from ten days in Jakarta and even today the language holds up
pretty well.

Q: You went out to Indonesia when?

LA PORTA: We arrived in early April 1965. We flew via Hawaii, Saigon and Singapore on
a Pan American Airways Boeing 707. Because Indonesia was so unstable, planes didn't
remain in Jakarta overnight. Pan Am flew into Jakarta twice a week but, paradoxically,
there is no U.S. airline service to Indonesia.

Q: What was the situation in Indonesia at that point?

LA PORTA: It was pretty chaotic. The abortive communist coup against Sukarno occurred
at the end of September 1965 and there was a student-led movement to clean out the
government and the economy all but collapsed. The army under Suharto restored order
and ended the conflicts with Malaysia and Singapore.

Q: I don't know if it was the year of living dangerously, but damn close.

LA PORTA: Sukarno was in internal exile and the last remnants of his power were
removed about the same month | arrived in Indonesia.

Q: What were you learning about Indonesia before you went out there? What were we
trying to do there?

LA PORTA: | was assigned as chief of the consular section. While | was somewhat familiar
with Indonesia, the only country-specific preparation we had was the half day of area
studies we had during language school. Otherwise we were on our own to read, try to

find knowledgeable people in the department, or whatever. The situation in Indonesia

was very murky for more than a year in terms of what the post-Sukarno era was going to
bring. Ambassador Marshall Green had arrived only six months or so before we arrived.
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The embassy had been evacuated and families were just starting to come back to the
mission in early 1967. There was a general lack of clarity, although what was clear was
that the United States was banking on the army under Suharto to restore stability and to
create conditions to get the economy moving. In this regard, USAID (United States Agency
for International Development) had just reestablished its mission as a small unit in the
embassy and the multilateral organizationthe World Bank, IMF (International Monetary
Fund) and UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) were moving in.

On the political side, | think the only thing we did know at that point, and this was certainly
Marshall Green's view and the one that he pressed with Washington, was that we had to
get behind the moderate forces of Suharto. The fact was that there was only one person in
the U.S. government who knew Suharto before he actually emerged to lead the army. He
was Colonel George Benson who had been the defense attach# in the late '50s and got
Suharto military training in the United States at Fort Leavenworth. Suharto literally came
out of obscurity to command the army after the top commanders were killed in the abortive
coup. Suharto was head of the strategic army command and he had accumulated a group
of loyal officers who were opposed to Sukarno's socialism and who were virulently anti-
Communist. What we did know in late 1965 and 1966 was that the Suharto government
was going to shape up as something good for the United States and good for the region.
At least the Indonesians weren't going to go back to war or Konfrontasi with Malaysia and
do other foolish things that they were doing under Sukarno.

Q: Konfrontasi?

LA PORTA: Konfrontasi was Sukarno's way of picking fights with the former British
colonies. After the abortive coup, most of the leadership of the communist party was
rounded up and there were 12,000 people put on trial. Our officers in the political section,
Dick Howland, Paul Gardner and Bob Martens, who was an experienced Sovietologist,
were gathering information on the PKI (Partai Komunis Indonesia, Communist Party of
Indonesia); they knew these guys, had networked them, understood the relationships
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within the party and front organizations to the extent possible. The military under Suharto
under marshal law rooted them out branch by branch.

Q: Bob Martens has been accused of supplying Suharto's people with a death list when
what he was doing was compiling lists of party cadres, mostly from open sources. As a
Sovietologist coming right out of Moscow, you read the paper, you found out who was
going to what meetings and all that and had a pretty good list.

LA PORTA: He had card files and as they were able to map the communist party
bureaucracy. Now, most of what they were working on at the same time has been studied
by scholars. Even by that time Arnold Brackman, the foremost scholar of the PKI, had
published four books on the PKI, so public knowledge was available.

Today, public information substantiates the information that Bob Martens, Dick Howland
and others developed during that period.

Q: When you arrived out there, did you feel, | mean were you still picking up although this
had taken place before, but sort of the residue of the tremendous split there had been in
the embassy when Howard Jones was ambassador and seemed to be far too tolerant of
Sukarno?

LA PORTA: | would say that those very quickly became non-factors because the embassy
was evacuated right after October of 1965. 30 September 1965 to be precise.

Q: This was when the generals were all killed?

LA PORTA: In the violence after the attempted coup, families were evacuated and the
embassy had only a skeleton staff for eight months to a year. Marshall Green succeeded
Howard Jones. Marshall Green was a man of unquestioned integrity, balance, judgment
and had very good access in Washington. It was very difficult to convince Washington
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that it was in the U.S. interest to provide assistance, mainly economic, to the new Suharto
government.

We had a couple of officers who were well experienced Indonesian hands who were in
the AID side and those offices were integrated into the embassy because the AID mission
was dismantled well before the coup. We had military attach#s and George Benson was
making trips back to the country. The office of Defense Cooperation was just one or two
officers. You had a small well knit and well directed country team during kind of those
formative months in late '65 and '66. Marshall Green treated every officer, even the most
junior, as a professional. | recall that | received my promotion to FSO-6 on the airplane
heading to Indonesia. As an FSO-6 | was treated with respect and dignity by Marshall
Green. Truly extraordinary.

Q: Did you fall victim to his puns?
LA PORTA: Oh, absolutely. Everybody did and | quote some of them to this day.

Q: He's a tremendous man. I've done world histories with him and of course he's passed
on, but we have a good solid record in various stages of his career.

LA PORTA: For that reason, when he became assistant secretary after he left Jakarta a lot
of us who were fortunate enough to work with him, said, gee whiz, Marshall Green is right
about the aerial bombing of Cambodia and other military activities that did not bring credit
on the United States. Marshall loved his golf and he occasionally got snappish, mostly at
Mrs. Green and she snapped back at everybody else. She was still a wonderful lady. Jack
Lydman, a model of rectitude and high professional standards, was the DCM. My wife and
| were treated with unfailing kindness by both the Lydmans and the Greens. | subsequently
worked with Jack Lydman in Malaysia and of course saw the Marshall Greens over the
long span of years. The relationship between Jodie Lydman, Jack's wife and Lisa Green
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was not always good. Jodie, we learned later, was scared to death of Lisa and yet when
Jodie was the ambassador's wife in Malaysia, we thought she was pretty imperious.

Q: It was a different era. As a consular officer, what were you doing?

LA PORTA: We had a very heavy workload in the consular section. We had two and a
half consular officers. | had a vice consul working for me, Dick La Rocha. With La Porta
working in the same office it was confusing, in fact somebody called us the two La's. Get
whichever La is there and tell him to get his butt up here, that kind of thing. We had three
consular clerks and the large workload was caused simply by travel of any kind, business
or pleasure, after the worst of times during the Sukarno period. All Indonesians wanted to
go somewhere and mostly to the United States.

The second factor was ethnic Chinese Indonesians who wanted to get out because of
periodic violence against them and because the Chinese as a group fell under suspicion
as a result of PRC (People's Republic of China) support of the PKI.

Q: These were the overseas Chinese?

LA PORTA: When the going gets tough you take it out on the overseas Chinese,
especially the unassimilated Chinese. In the mid-60s, unless the Chinese were from
Central and East Java, they were for the most part unassimilated, that is, they were
Chinese speaking Chinese, most of them living in urban ghettos, most of them going to
Chinese schools, which Sukarno banned. Later in the late 70's when | served in Medan,
we could see the enduring effects of discrimination against the Chinese.

Q: They were small shopkeepers, weren't they?

LA PORTA: Mostly small businessmen, but later groups of very affluent Chinese
businessmen emerged to support Suharto and in fact became the core of Suharto's very
corrupt and personalized system by the mid-80s and beyond.
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Q: What were the Chinese, did they want to go to the United States?

LA PORTA: They wanted to go for education and business, but once they got here,
graduate school or undergraduate school was a vehicle to bring the families over. We
really had to clamp down a lot on specious applications.

This situation gave rise to some very good stories. My vice consul at that time was

Tom Reynders. He and | occasionally did a “Mutt and Jeff” routine with suspicious visa
applicants, especially relating to the Chinese problem. One day we had an applicant and
his name was Ed Yani. We knew his family was well off and he wanted to go to the United
States to join his sister who was in graduate school at the University of Pittsburgh. We
kept him coming back, asking for more information, believing that he was an intending
immigrant. Finally he said, look, let me tell you the real reason | want to go to the United
States. | want to get married and I'm going to marry this girl who is in Connecticut. We
said, why didn't you say so? No problem, you want to get married? We've got our little
process for that. Bring in an affidavit of support from your intended father-in-law and
some information about your fianc#e. Once he fessed up, issuing a visa was no problem
because we got to know him pretty well by that time.

Some months later my wife was in charge of the American Women's Association welcome
committee, so new Americans arriving in Jakarta would get a visit from my wife. She'd take
a basket of goodies, some books and we had a little embassy orientation. My wife came
home one night and she said, “I met this real nice girl. She says she just started teaching
at the international school.” | said, “Okay, why don't you invite them over for a movie?”
Those were the days when you had real movies, not videotapes or DVD's.

Q: Because you could show them in your home.

LA PORTA: We had an embassy projector. | don't remember what the movie was that
night. Then this very lovely looking American girl teacher came to the door with her
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husband behind her. It was this fellow Ed Yani who we sweated so much over his visa.
We looked at each other and we both pointed to each other at the same time, “you!” They
are good friends to this day and we know their family and their boys. It's one of those
rewarding things that do happen in our business.

Q: This is in the mid-60s and all. It was also the period of young Americans, college grads,
they're also getting messed up with drugs and all.

LA PORTA: The drug trade was through Afghanistan, Nepal and India. Hippie types

used to get on the hash trail and come down to Jakarta. We had enormous troubles with
American citizens services. | remember my wife and | going out in an absolute deluge of a
rainstorm at midnight trying to find a druggie who had gone berserk. We found him holed
up in the Catholic Cathedral in the middle of Jakarta. We got him into our car and to the
mental hospital. The practice there was that any druggies they found they used to put into
the mental hospital but the inmates always bribed the guards and were able to escape. We
were constantly faced with those kinds of situations.

Q: Was Bali in your district?

LA PORTA: For a while Bali was in Jakarta's consular district but when our consulate in
Surabaya got sufficient staff and a dedicated consular officer, we transferred Bali to the
Surabaya district. Later on a consular agency was set up in Bali.

Q: I think Dick Howland was telling me that. Were you having problems with Americans as
a case, | mean sometime ago a couple of American guys hiking have never been found.

LA PORTA: We had several Americans disappear. We had an American missionary who
disappeared in Papua. Michael Rockefeller disappeared in Papua from the mission in
Ogontz on the South coast. We had hikers who disappeared going up a volcano in North
Sumatra. The supposition was that they became overcome by fumes and probably fell into
one of the pools as the remains were never found.
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Auto accidents were always a difficulty, the bane of consular officers everywhere. We had
an epidemic of auto accidents and one whole family was killed in Central Java. Another
thing that was not great fun during those years was the plague, Bubonic Plague outbreaks
in Central Java. We had to check out reports there were Americans in the area. We would
literally have to find them because there was no electronic means to get in touch to warn
them about the plague and tell them to leave the area.

Q: Is there anything else that we should cover in this period, in Indonesia, this was what
'65 t0 '677?

LA PORTA: '65 to '67 and then | switched over to the political section.

Q: Have we covered the consular section?

LA PORTA: | think we've pretty much covered consular work.

Q: If you think of anything else.

LA PORTA: There is one incident | do want to talk about, Okinawa fishermen.
Q: Today is April 23rd, 2004. Al, let's talk about Okinawa fishermen.

LA PORTA: Right. This was one of the rare opportunities where, as a very junior section
head in the embassy, you actually had a chance to do something that kind of got close to
negotiations and involved another government in addition to the Indonesian authorities.
The issue turned out to be quite complex because the United States still had not given

up control of Okinawa; the reversion agreement came along in the mid-1970's. Still in

the late '60s the United States was responsible for protecting Okinawans and Okinawan
fishing vessels who were fairly aggressive trawlers for shrimp and squid. They regularly
found their way to Southeast Asia and to Indonesian waters as well as the Philippines
and other places. Needless to say the Indonesians at that time tried to be very aggressive
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in protecting their economic zone. This was before the Law of the Sea treaty and they
fairly regularly picked up Okinawan fishing vessels who they considered were poaching
in their waters. The boats would be impounded and sometimes confiscated, but always in
places that were relatively inaccessible like Halmahera Island in the Northern extremity of
Indonesia, or Ambon in Maluku or Manado in North Sulawesi. The consul had to take care
of the Okinawans as if we were taking care of a normal U.S. citizen. We had to respond
several times by sending consular officers off to broker with the local authorities and
secure the release of these vessels on some kind of bail arrangement. The Okinawans
would put up a lot of money and we'd give it to the Indonesians and say oh, yes, we'll
appear in court which they never did. We tried to pass the responsibility to the Okinawan
administration but they would not discourage the fishermen from illegally fishing in
Southeast Asia. In these cases. We exercised a welfare and protection function that was
exercised on behalf of a territory that we governed with the inevitable complications with
the authorities in Japan because the Okinawan government immediately would complain
to Tokyo about the beastly treatment their peaceful fishermen were being accorded in
Indonesia

On one occasion | went to Okinawa to talk to the Okinawan government and the local
authorities. Needless to say all of the mayors of the fishing towns along the coast were
exercised that the Indonesians had objections about the illegal fishing. In one incident, two
Okinawan fishermen who, as far as we could ascertain, were killed in a drunken brawl, or
possibly fell off their boats while drunk. Their remains were never recovered. We had to
make this little pilgrimage to Okinawa. In one case we had to repatriate the remains of a
deceased Okinawan, see the families and other grieving people. It was a very good slice
of life of what | would call the exercise of a consular function at its most creative.

| had a murder case when | was in Mongolia that was also creative in its own ways, but the
Okinawan fishing vessels were certainly a challenge for everybodone that doesn't make
the headlines, but one that was important to the Okinawans and the Indonesians.
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Q: The usual bail thing, we've all been doing consular work, been through this, get
somebody to make bail and you know they're gong to skip. Everybody knows they're
going to skip. The local authorities would be damned annoyed if they got stuck with them
because they had to feed them, but did you let them negotiate the amount or did you have
to negotiate the amount of bail?

LA PORTA: Well, the shipping companies sometimes sent agents from Okinawa and
sometimes we had to negotiate the bail based on ostensible standard practice, but more
importantly, the Indonesians wanted U.S. sovereign assurances that these Japanese
fishing people would not come to Indonesia, of course assurances that we could not
give. We did negotiate a memorandum which did get the agreement of the Okinawan
provincial officials and the Indonesian sea communications ministry, in which everybody
agreed to act with restraint and to admit when vessels were trespassing. The Indonesian
authorities undertook to notify us of any cases. It was a face saving formula in which the
local authorities could say they had really gotten something in terms of better behavior.
Interestingly the problem ceased to be an issue by the time of reversion and | suspect
either the Japanese or Okinawan fishing industries were persuaded by their government or
they just let the Filipinos do the fishing for them.

Q: How did you find the local officials? You know, this, look at Indonesia in a way as sort of
a vast island empire and | was wondering whether you found a difference in how you dealt
with the Ambonese as compared to Sumatrans or something like that.

LA PORTA: In fact we found the local officials easier to deal with than some of the ministry
people that we had to deal with in Jakarta in the consular division of the foreign affairs
ministry or others from the interior ministry or the sea communications ministry. Of course
the fishermen were not stupid. They had plenty of money on board their ships to spread
around so they were able to pay rather lavishly for whatever services, food and drink they
needed. | think that when you do get to the outer islands, even up in Halmahera, way in
the North which is a very staunch Muslim area, the local officials always were tempered

Interview with Ambassador Alphonse La Porta http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001577



Library of Congress

with reality and they liked the United States. | think that frankly they just wanted somebody
to pay attention to them and say oh, yes, you do have a serious problem and yes, we will
do something about it. Yes, we will take these Japanese off your hands. Yes, they will

pay enough money. I think that they wanted to have that kind of attention instead of just
sending reports to Jakarta.

Q: Did you get any feel about the aftermath, this is some years later, but when the
Japanese occupied Indonesia about the feeling of local people? How did that go?

LA PORTA: The anti-Japanese feeling was actually quite strong, even in the mid '60s
through the '80s. The local people, even younger ones, did not forget the Japanese
occupation. In the Northern part of Indonesia, in the islands it was quite widespread.
The Japanese established large ports for their capital ships up in the Northern part of
Indonesia. In fact a lot of the ships that went to the Battle of the Coral Sea and other
engagements were sheltered in Indonesian ports.

Q: The whole Leyte Gulf operation which is the biggest naval battle ever, was based
because of the oil near Borneo off Borneo or from Cam Ran Bay or that whole area.

LA PORTA: The islands in western Indonesia are bigger and closer together. The
Japanese based in Singapore committed all kinds of atrocities and abuse in the British
territories. The dislike continues to this day. In Indonesia people didn't like to deal with
Japanese, although they armed Indonesian nationalists and the precursor of the armed
forces. They made fun of the Japanese physical characteristics and it is said that the
Japanese normally behaved with restraint because they understood this phenomenon.

Through the '70s, '80s and even into the '90s we saw Japanese efforts to pay conscience
money for the war. This phenomenon today is very much present in Vietnam which has
now become more open to external and Japanese influence as well as Mongolia where |
served. The Japanese will send peace delegations every year for memorial purposes, to
pay homage and to give money. A lot of their assistance is justified in terms of overcoming
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the legacy of the past. Then of course, the whole Japanese-Chinese problem is still not
only festering, but it is truly at a very raw stage. The whole issue of the occupation of
Nanking, Shanghai and other areas where there were very serious depredations. | don't
think that's going to go away. | think that is a very strong element today in the Chinese
attitude toward economic competition with the Japanese.

Q: During this mid '60s period, how was the Indochinese war because the fighting of all
three countries, how was that playing?

LA PORTA: Like most things involving the United States, there is a certain double-edged
characteristic. | think there was a significant part of the body politic that not only tolerated,
but tacitly supported U.S. objectives in mainland Southeast Asia because they, too felt that
they were a domino. In Indonesia, in the setting of the abortive coup by the PKI and the
reaction that set in during the early Suharto years, the suppression of communism, the
arrest of thousands of people who were PKI members or fellow travelers or intellectuals
who supported the communists was justified by pointing to Vietnam and the dangers of
letting the communists go too far. At the same time, the Indonesians had no particular
liking for the Viethamese whom they considered almost Chinese anyway, and they wanted
to support the Thai against communism. ASEAN was in its very nascent stage, so they
wanted to be supportive of the Thai. As long as the Thai said, no, we need to defend
ourselves against the tide of communism and we can't allow it to extend into the Thai
heartland or whatever, they were inclined to support it. The Indonesians also supported
the British anti-Communist campaign in Borneo where the communist guerrillas were
particularly strong. There was a lot of unstated but significant cooperation between the
Indonesian armed forces and the British on the ground in Borneo. When communist
terrorist groups were discovered in Indonesian territory, very often they were dealt with
summarily.

This was a change from Sukarno who was very much influenced by the PKI in his own
government and was rabidly anti-British. But Suharto's inclination was to cooperate tacitly.
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Regarding Vietnam, in the early years of the Suharto government there was still a lot

of flux on the Indonesian side, but the fall of Vietham came as a big shock to most
Indonesians as it did to others in Southeast Asia because (A) they expected the United
States to stay the course and (B) they did not think the United States would be militarily
humiliated in the way that it was. That provoked a lot of very nervous thinking. On the
governmental level they tacitly accepted and tolerated, the U.S. presence in mainland
Southeast Asia. On the public level and among the intellectuals and media, the feeling was
to keep U.S. power far, far away, somewhere over the horizon, somewhere around Guam.
In other words they didn't want the U.S. flexing its muscles or pursuing its anti-Communist
crusade so close to their doorstep. There was certainly a desire for distance. We also had
our hands full with Arab-Israel issues and the aftermath of the 1967 War.

Q: Do you want to talk about that? One doesn't think about the, what was it the Six Day
War of 1967, Arab Israeli War as being a cause often in Indonesia.

LA PORTA: This is one of the factors that has not been understood in our public diplomacy
or in our policy approaches to the region. Since the 1956 War and continuing through the
1967 War and any major eruption in the Middle East, there has been a significant reaction
among Muslims as far away as Southeast Asia.

This is one of the constant phenomena in our relations with not only Indonesia, but also
Malaysia where the Malaysian support of the Palestinians and the Arab mainstream is
even greater than it is in Indonesia. Every time there was a major eruption, including U.S.
management of the hostage taking in Iran, U.S. actions were perceived to be anti-Islamic
and provoked a reaction against us diplomatically, in the media and in terms of public
demonstrations and outbursts in Indonesia. So, every time a major incident occurred in
the Middle East you could watch the clock, waiting for the crowds to appear in front of your
gate in real protest. When | was the consular officer in 1967 my office was closest to the
front gate and you were literally watching these protesters trying to come over the fence.

It was not a comfortable feeling and always a challenge, whether | was in Jakarta or a
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decade later in Medan, to deal with the politically energized Muslim community which had
real complaints with U.S. actions and U.S. policies in the Middle East. The impact on the
majority of the world's Muslims living in Southeast Asia and elsewhere outside the Middle
East heartland is still something our government doesn't comprehend.

Q: One of the things that keeps getting pointed out and that is the Muslim countries have
been screaming and yelling, almost literally about the Palestinian cause, but you look
from Saudi Arabia, to Kuwait and Egypt and beyond, what the hell have they done about
the Palestinians. It's as though the Palestinians were designated to be beaten up by the
Israelis while all the Muslim countries sat on the sidelines because they certainly could
have done something to make Palestine a stronger, more self-supporting state.

LA PORTA: | think that Southeast Asia interest largely devolves very much on two
elements. First is the non-implementation of successive UN resolutions on the Middle
East. It is perceived there, but also in this country, that Israel exceeded, ignored or abused
various UN resolutions. The other big complaint that they have with us is our lack of
evenhandedness. In other words, we wholeheartedly will do everything to support the
Israeli government of the day, presently Mr. Sharon, whereas we're not really trying to do
anything to implement the peace plan vis-#-vis the Muslim community or the Palestinian
authority. The way we treat the Palestinian authority, Arafat and his people that they
perceive to be legitimate right or wrongly, is a constant cause for complaint. Today this

Is exacerbated by the U.S.-European split where the EU and most European countries
strongly are on the Palestinians' side, while we are one of the few countries supporting
Israel.

Q: What was life like for you and your wife? Did you have children at the time?

LA PORTA: My daughter was born while we were serving in Jakarta. She was born in
1969. She actually was born in Penang, Malaysia, because the hospitals in Indonesia
were not up to Western standards. People either go to Singapore to have babies or in our
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case we chose to go to Penang. There was a Seventh Day Adventist Hospital where my
daughter was born there and after about a week we made our way back to Indonesia.

In Jakarta there were undoubted challenges in the late '60s and early '70s with the law
and order situation as large numbers of Indonesian soldiers who had been involved in the
Konfrontasi against Malaysia under Sukarno were being demobilized. Because you were
Western and the Western community was quite small, you were a target for thievery and
vandalism. This is not uncharacteristic for the Foreign Service and most people took that
kind of thing in stride.

We were not, however, personally assaulted or denigrated because we were Americans or
because we were Westerners. When you traveled outside of Jakarta, or the further you got
from Jakarta, you were greeted as somewhat of a curiosity because there were not large
numbers of foreigners living in Indonesia then. Very often the children would greet you

by calling you Om which is Dutch for uncle. Most Indonesians and certainly the student
movement, which had been politically active in installing the New Order government

and cleaning out the old bureaucracy and PKI, was very friendly to us. We had a lot of
very good associations in that time which survive today among student leaders from
Muslim organizations or among University of Indonesia students. My wife and |, as young
embassy officers, were urged to get out and talk to student organizations. My wife had

a couple of conversation groups. She had a group of well-connected older ladies who
wanted to improve their English. She had a French conversation group because she also
speaks pretty good French. Then she had another group of students for English. We kind
of grew up with those people. They were not much younger than we were and we do still
have a lot of those associations.

Q: Well, because of the violence after the abort of the PKI coup, | take it that the
universities were essentially cleansed of what so often has happened around the world.
That is a very Marxist faculty and a very leftist student organization which usually gets
dissipated once they get out, but at the time this was not the case in Indonesia at the time?
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LA PORTA: There was certainly some cleaning out of the universities and public
organizations of staunch and identifiable pro-communist elements. Others just found it
convenient just to keep quiet. The Suharto government in the early days took pains to
appoint “reliable” people to head public bodies. Yes, there were purges of the media, but
not wholesale purges as only some people who were banned from teaching in universities.
Many thousands were arrested and put into reeducation camps or were imprisoned for
long periods of time.

On the other hand, | think that, given the nature or the fairly low state of the university

and public school systems, there was certainly a long way to go in terms of getting them
up to any degree of acceptability. Responsible educators, faculty members and student
organizations were very much open to accepting outside help. They knew they had to
modernize. They had to reach out to send people to the United States and Western
Europe and Japan and other places in order to improve their academic competence
because they had lost so much, in the previous six, seven or eight years of the Sukarno
regime. There was a profound opening up and the United States did a lot in terms of

its public affairs outreach, much of which has atrophied today, sad to say, in terms of
establishing or reopening libraries, establishing the Indonesian-American institutes in
major cities, reconstituting the Fulbright boards and creating other kinds of binational
programs. This is something that was very dynamic at that time and in fact my wife worked
part time for USIS in order to locate students to form the first U.S. alumni groups. So,
when we traveled out of Jakarta, which was fairly often as head of the consular section, we
would look up students that we knew to be dispersed around the country, even in Papua.

Q: Well, then in '69 you moved over to the political section?

LA PORTA: | took the portfolio for Muslim and outer island affairs. That occasioned more
travel. My Indonesian language skills were pretty good and | shifted almost seamlessly into
that job. As a consular officer we sometimes did political reporting on our trips.
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Q: At that time, was there a concern? | mean you look at the thing, Indonesia on the map
and you think this is a place where there would be separatist tendencies, disintegration
along the periphery, you know, you've got your center and you've got Java and you've got
Sumatra and maybe Bali, you think that a lot of these islands begin to, hell with this, let's
go. Was that, were we concerned about it, too, were there any signs of that happening?

LA PORTA: We were very much concerned and still are today. For example, in 1974,
Hasan di Tiro founder of the Aceh Merdeka Movement, the Free Aceh Movement or
GAM felt that he had been promised regional autonomy by Sukarno back in the early
1960s. When he didn't get it he organized a guerilla group against the Indonesian central
authority. Partially as a Malaysian reaction against Sukarno's policy of Konfrontasi
received support from across the Strait of Malacca. Some of this support was real and
some of it just simply lip service, but the GAM movement continued with peaks and
troughs over the years. There were separatist movements in Borneo that were aided and
abetted by the communist insurgency that spilled over into the Indonesian side.

There were also Christian dissidents in Manado nearest to the Southern Philippines city
of Davao who were campaigning for autonomy. In Maluku you still have the Republic

of the South Moluccas (RMS) group going back to the '50s who were agitating for a
freedom for the Christian majority region. These Christian groups received support from
the Netherlands and from human rights organizations. Moving around to Papua, you
had a history of brokering deals, including by Ellsworth Bunker and others, for the Dutch
withdrawal and handing Papua over to Indonesian authority under something in 1969
that we jokingly called the Act Free of Choice. The Act of Free Choice was a contrived
process for consultations with hand-picked local leaders on the district level. District
assemblies were convened and they said yes, we'd like to be part of Indonesia and we
want to be rid of the evil Dutch. Whether that represented any kind of authentic expression
of the people is open to debate, but we argued at the time that it was probably as good
a popular expression as you were going to get because of the bad communications
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and the very low state of development of the indigenous society. Now 35 years later the
Organisasi Papua Merdeka, the Free Papua Movement (OPM) is still agitating. There are
calls from the human rights and civil society organizations for another exercise in self-
determination in Papua. | firmly believe that, as in 1969, Papua is nowhere near capable
of full self-government; if anything the political, social and economic situation there is more
complex than it was in 1969 and there has been a great deal of integration with the rest

of Indonesia. An independent Papua would only become a failed state like Papua-New
Guinea (PNG) and increasingly East Timor.

Sukarno, | think, made two major contributions to Indonesia. One was the creation of a
unitary state and the other was the creation of a national language. Today you have to
distinguish carefully between the Aceh and Papua situations. These are very different
things. In Papua today we see on TV, all of these well dressed very articulate Papuan
representatives of one or another human rights or civil society organization arguing for
freedom from the Indonesia government. Okay, what's wrong with this picture? Number
one, 35 years ago they would not have been well dressed or hardly dressed at all. Number
two, they were all educated in Indonesian institutions and they all speak perfect idiomatic
Indonesian. In Papua there are 13 different major tribal groups, usually fighting with each
other. They all achieved their status as a result of their affiliation inclusion in Indonesia. In
Aceh these GAM leaders headquartered in Sweden are trying simply to gain control over
natural resources, not for the greater benefit of Acehnese society, or to advance the cause
of Islam, but simply to gain political power and money. | don't find a lot of merit in the Aceh
freedom movement, having dealt with them closely when | was consul in Medan. | even
had something to do with them when | was in Malaysia.

You will always have these separatist tendencies in parts of Indonesia in varying degrees.
Even some Balinese want more recognition for themselves. It is Jakarta's job in this case
to deal with those disaffections and to conciliate in a constructive way, not to suppress
local sentiment but to make government decentralization, power sharing and resource
sharing work. A lot of these things can be negotiated with some sensitivity and patience
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on the basis of what the local inhabitants want in terms of greater self-government. Since
the fall of the Suharto regime, a decentralization law has been passed and special local
autonomy laws have been approved for Aceh and Papua. It is within the power of the
central government to lose the game, but with a little wisdom and skill most experts in
the United States and other countries believe that they can certainly make things better
as regards to the separatist feelings. Nevertheless, in some parts of the country, such as
Central Sulawesi and Maluku, local tensions are being exacerbated by extreme radical
Muslims.

Q: At your time though | want to go back to the late '60s when you were dealing with it,
how was the situation then?

LA PORTA: The situation in Aceh was fairly quiet. We knew that small bands of armed
fighters, bandits we called them bandits, were there and the old Aceh nationalist leader,
Daud Beureueh, was in exile in Malaysia. It was not an open armed insurrection then. In
Papua you had the Act of Free Choice in 1969 but some armed groups operated in the
border area with Papua-New Guinea (PNG). By and large there were minor of hit-and-
run banditry attacks on police posts every few months and flag raisings which they still
do today. Hoisting the flag of the Free Papua Movement or the Free Aceh Movement is
a symbol saying, we're here and don't forget us. The damage that could be inflicted was
rather small, however.

Q: You mentioned three places. | wonder if you could talk about them again. Now,
obviously particularly at this time there's still a sizeable native Dutch group as well as
Indonesian refugees in the Netherlands. Were they playing much of a role? Was it positive
or negative?

LA PORTA: The Dutch opted out completely. The Dutch interest when they saw that
Suharto was going to oust the Sukarno completely, turned to getting back some of their
economic assets that were nationalized under state socialism. They didn't try to reclaim
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all of their old properties, but they did come back into plantation management, banking
and some industrial sectors. The Dutch trading companies came back, but at a fairly low
level of activity. It wasn't until really the mid-'70's or even later that the Dutch established a
cultural institute and began to teach Dutch again.

Q: The #migr# group there was not one, | mean in the Netherlands was not one that sort of
was raising hell, or was it?

LA PORTA: The people who were raising hell were the Ambonese from Maluku, the
Moluccas, who migrated to Holland in the '50s because their outer island rebellion was

put down early in the independence period. Many of those political activists were of

mixed blood and in Holland they formed the Republic of the South Moluccas, the RSM,
which conducted terrorist activities in Holland. They hijacked trains. They bombed banks.
There were incidents directed at companies and organizations that they thought were
collaborating either with Sukarno or Suharto. The Dutch welcomed these people with great
tolerance, | might add, and have assimilated them in many ways. The Dutch and mixed
blood Indos, as they're called in Indonesia, had very little impact. Some took pains to blend
in although there were some of mixed blood who were active and became active in the
Christian churches. They also preserved the old Dutch churches, transformed the Dutch
Reform Church into a variety of local churches.

Q: What about the Swedes. The Swedes were attractive to socialist type governments like
Sukarno's.

LA PORTA: The Swedes had no role in the Sukarno years but no one really knew. The
nature of the abortive communist coup was obscure really and it took a while for the
Suharto government to get organized and strip the last remnants of power from Sukarno
which it did in early March of 1967. | think that most foreign governments approach

such situations carefully and concentrated on the humanitarian aspects. The economy
under the last years of Sukarno had fallen into total disrepair. Things did not work, goods
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did not move, trains did not run, ships did not sail. The infrastructure, like Iraqg, had
degenerated into great disrepair. The European countries were willing to put a lot into
humanitarian programs like feeding, health and so forth. The Swedes were strong in that
area and they still are today. There weren't any particular antagonisms. The Dutch became
very generous and became the conveners in 1968 of the first meeting of the donors
consultative group for Indonesia called the IGGI, Intergovernmental Group for Indonesia.
The Dutch went beyond their colonial legacy in order to do that and got Western European
donors, the United States, Canada, Japan and the international organizations around

the table every year for pledging sessions and to review the Suharto government's
development plans.

Q: Do you have any response to accusations that the embassy had been the instigator

of the killings after the abortive coup? | had a long inte